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Abstract Framed within theories of fairness and stress, the
current paper examines bystanders’ intervention intention
to workplace bullying across two studies based on inter-
national employee samples (N = 578). Using a vignette-
based design, we examined the role of bullying mode
(offline vs. online), bullying type (personal vs. work-re-
lated) and target closeness (friend vs. work colleague) on
bystanders’ behavioural intentions to respond, to sympa-
thise with the victim (defender role), to reinforce the per-
petrator (prosecutor role) or to be ambivalent (commuter
role). Results illustrated a pattern of the influence of mode
and type on bystander intentions. Bystanders were least
likely to support the victim and more likely to agree with
perpetrator actions for cyberbullying and work-related acts.
Tentatively, support emerged for the effect of target
closeness on bystander intentions. Although effect sizes
were small, when the target was a friend, bystanders tended
to be more likely to act and defend the victim and less
likely to reinforce the perpetrator. Implications for research
and the potential for bystander education are discussed.
Keywords Bystanders  Cyberbullying  Workplace
bullying  Fairness  Empathy
Introduction
Bullying at work has been most frequently defined as a
series of persistent and repeated negative actions that are
directed at individuals who have difficulties in defending
themselves (Einarsen et al. 2003). An emerging and com-
paratively under-researched threat at work is that of
cyberbullying, with interpersonal hostility via email
increasingly being recognised as a growing problem within
the workplace (Shipley and Schwalbe 2007; Weatherbee
and Kelloway 2006). Cyberbullying at work has been
defined as:
‘‘a situation where over time, an individual is
repeatedly subjected to perceived negative acts con-
ducted through technology (e.g., phone, email, web
sites, social media) which are related to their work
context. In this situation the target of workplace
cyberbullying has difficulty defending him or herself
against these actions’’ (Farley et al. 2016, p. 295).
Serious negative consequences of offline bullying have
been identified in the literature, including severe effects on
victims’ job satisfaction, stress and health (Nielsen et al.
2010), as well as psychological effects under the domain of
post-traumatic stress disorder (Coyne 2011). Similarly,
cyberbullying has been shown to negatively affect victims;
including anxiety, job dissatisfaction, intention to leave and
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general well-being (Baruch 2005; Coyne et al. 2017; Ford
2013).
Currently, scholars diverge on whether workplace
cyberbullying is simply bullying using technology (Coyne
et al. 2017) or is conceptually distinct from offline bullying
(Vranjes et al. 2017). Vranjes et al. argue for a conceptu-
ally distinct notion focus because of unique features of
cyberbullying such as the lack of verbal cues, potential for
anonymity, blurring of the public–private boundary and the
viral reach of online communication. By contrast, other
scholars maintain that it is a form of bullying (e.g.
Campbell 2005) albeit with the unique features resulting in
more detrimental effects for victims, as victims cannot
escape the abuse. Coyne et al. (2017) support this idea
illustrating stronger relationships to mental strain and job
dissatisfaction for online as compared to offline bullying.
Cyberbullying has the potential to permeate a larger part of
an individual’s life resulting in an inability to psychologi-
cally detach from the event therefore not allowing the
victim to switch off from the stressor (Moreno-Jime´nez
et al. 2009).
Recently, there has been a growing interest in research
around the role of bystanders in bullying (Nickerson et al.
2008). Bystanders are people who witness bullying but are
not involved directly as bully or target. Such individuals
may not necessarily be ‘passive observers’ (van Heugten
2011), as bystanders can discourage or escalate the bully-
ing behaviours by speaking up on the victim’s behalf, or
supporting the bully either actively or passively (Lutgen-
Sandvik 2006). With few exceptions (Bloch 2012; Coyne
et al. 2017; Lutgen-Sandvik 2006; van Heugten 2011),
bystanders in the context of workplace bullying/cyberbul-
lying are relatively unexplored to date (Paull et al. 2012).
Yet, bystanders are by far the largest group affected by
workplace bullying with some studies finding that more
than 80% of employees report having witnessed workplace
bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik 2006) and others indicating
witnessing workplace bullying resulted in stress (Hoel et al.
2004; Vartia 2001).
To address the current limited empirical research in
bystander intervention in workplace bullying and cyber-
bullying, our research details two related quasi-experi-
mental studies with a total sample of 578 working
individuals. We adopt perspectives from fairness theory
and stress theory to help frame the research and to develop
hypotheses on the impact of mode and type of bullying as
well as closeness of target on bystander behaviour.
Bystanders in Workplace Bullying
Critically, the extant research in workplace bullying often
considers it as a dyadic conflict between victim and bully
which oversimplifies the communal nature of the concept.
Namie and Lutgen-Sandvik (2010) provided evidence that
the majority of bullying incidents involve many workers
(including bystanders and accomplices) beyond the bully
and the victim. Yet, bullying research often fails to con-
sider the role witnesses play in the occurrence, escalation
or attenuation of workplace bullying.
Jennifer et al. (2003) put forward the interesting notion
that bullies do not merely target one victim, but scout the
organisation for potential victims from among a pool of
non-victims who ‘‘fill the gap whenever ‘vacancies’ arise’’
(p. 495). Witnesses play a critical role in highlighting
bullying in organisations and helping victims to retaliate.
Witness corroboration and support increases victim ‘be-
lievability’, and can be crucial in putting a stop to bullying
episodes (Lutgen-Sandvik 2006). However, D’Cruz and
Noronha (2011) reported bystander behaviour to offline
bullying ranged on a helpful to a helplessness continuum.
While initially active behaviour was focused on helping the
target, due to supervisor responses actions became more
passive and covert. Further, a number of studies document
that a large deterrent for bystander intervention in an
organisation is fear of becoming a target oneself (Bauman
and Del Rio 2006; Lutgen-Sandvik 2006; Namie and
Lutgen-Sandvik 2010; van Heugten 2011).
Research into bystander intervention in workplace bul-
lying is pertinent for a number of reasons. Firstly,
bystanders may play a more important role than supervi-
sors because as they tend to outnumber supervisors, they
can react immediately to bullying acts and co-workers are
more likely to confide in them (Scully and Rowe 2009).
Bystanders are therefore likely to be the first individuals
who can report the bullying or discourage/escalate bullying
behaviours before supervisors are aware of the situation.
Secondly, based on findings from social psychology,
potentially witnesses, by the roles they play and their
actions or inaction, can influence the way negative acts,
such as bullying and harassment, are perceived and carried
out (Levine et al. 2002). Witnesses can play a crucial role
in curbing bullying. They can expose its existence in
organisations and can also help victims in various ways
such as providing social support, standing up to the bullies
or speaking out on a victim’s behalf (Lutgen-Sandvik
2006).
Thirdly, research has argued that bystanders’ responses
(e.g. adopting a defender, prosecutor or commuter role) to
bullying episodes may range widely according to their
perception of the situation and who is to blame for the
occurrence of bullying (Bloch 2012).
Theoretical Framework
Robinson et al. (2014) offer three approaches to under-
standing bystanders’ experiences of co-worker deviant
I. Coyne et al.
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behaviour: deontic justice (Folger and Skarlicki 2005),
stress perspectives (e.g. Glomb et al. 1997) and social
learning theory (Bandura 1977). Theoretically, our
research adopts the deontic justice and stress perspectives
as frameworks to examine bystander intervention intention
in workplace bullying.
Folger and Skarlicki (2005) suggest that individuals
compare the fairness of their current experience with a
referent alterative through a blame assignment process
based on judgements of what would, should and could have
happened. Underlying this process is an individual’s level
of moral responsibility which relates to perceptions of the
adversity of the experience and beliefs that the perpetrator
can be held morally accountable for his/her behaviour. An
individual is motivated to act and hold someone account-
able if behaviour is perceived as a moral violation—
deontic justice. Parzefall and Salin (2010) apply deontic
justice to workplace bullying contexts, theorising that
perception of fairness of an act depends on whether the
target believes the perpetrator could and should have
avoided the behaviour, which in turn dictates whether a
behaviour is seen as bullying or not.
Deontic justice does not only apply to the target of
mistreatment as witnesses of negative treatment have also
been shown to be motivated to act (Fehr and Fischbacher
2004; Skarlicki and Rupp 2010). Specifically, bystanders
who have empathy with a recipient care about the injustices
the recipient experiences (Patient and Skarlicki 2010).
O’Reilly and Aquino (2011) suggest witnesses perform the
same three cognitive appraisals as a target of negative
behaviour: the severity of harm in terms of what would be
expected if the target did not face the behaviour; the
attribution of blame to perpetrator if she/he could have
acted differently; and the extent the target deserved to
experience the behaviour based on social norm judgements
of what should happen. Unfairness perceptions and deontic
anger will increase if acts are deemed severe, the perpe-
trator was to blame, and the victim did not deserve it.
Empirically, witnesses of workplace bullying are driven to
act because of a moral obligation to do so (Lutgen-Sandvik
2006) and motivated to restore justice when they perceived
it as a moral violation (Reich and Hershcovis 2015).
Consequently, deontic justice could help explain bystander
behaviour in relation to workplace bullying and cyberbul-
lying. We would expect a bystander to perceive bullying as
morally unjust resulting in deontic anger and motivation to
respond.
However, Mitchell et al. (2015) argue witness fairness
perceptions of abusive supervision will not always result in
deontic anger—especially when they exhibit negative
evaluations towards the target of the abuse. Explicitly,
bystander emotional reactions to abuse dictate specific
action tendencies of retaliation to the transgressor, support
for the target or exclusion of the target. Similarly, within a
bullying context, Bloch (2012) posited witnesses construct
a moral schema of the bullying incident that determines
their attribution of who is to blame and to whom to attri-
bute the responsibility for the occurrence of bullying. On
occasions when witnesses perceive the victim’s actions and
behaviour being within the social norms of the workplace,
and consequently the bully’s behaviour as deviant, wit-
nesses are likely to adopt the ‘defender role’, in which they
stand up to the bully on behalf of the victim. In contrast, in
the ‘prosecutor role’, the victim is viewed as the deviant in
terms of the moral or occupational norms of the workplace
and the cause of his/her own difficulties. Finally, witnesses
who adopt the ‘commuter role’ alternate between looking
on the victim as normal or deviant, and thus this schema
involves feelings of ambivalence and doubt regarding who
is to blame and who to ‘side with’. Thus, witnesses fluc-
tuate between sympathising with the victim and conform-
ing to the assessment of the victim as deviant.
Our research also integrates notions of bystander stress
with bystander fairness perceptions, emotions and action
tendencies. Witnesses of negative workplace behaviour are
viewed as secondary victims or co-victims (Glomb et al.
1997), who empathise with how the target is feeling and
experience some of the impact or exhibit concerns about
being the next target (Porath and Erez 2009). In effect they
put themselves psychologically in the position of the target
and hence experience some of the strain of the target. As a
result, witnesses will be motivated to reduce their felt
stress. Empathy with the target is important in establishing
this felt experience, and empathy has been shown to relate
to the type of schema a witness of traditional workplace
bullying adopts. Those adopting a victim defender schema
tend to express: ‘‘…empathy and emotions that allow for
the formation of social bonds with the victim’’ (Bloch
2012, p. 87). Empathy has previously been suggested to
relate to consideration about injustices an individual may
face (Patient and Skarlicki 2010). Theoretically, bystander
perceptions of the fairness of bullying may depend on the
level of empathy with the target and the resultant co-vic-
timisation they experience. The more an individual empa-
thises with a target, the more likely they will become a
secondary victim and the stronger the need to act.
Perceptions of injustice and empathic understanding
could therefore be moderated by features of the bullying
situation. The three we focus on in this paper are mode and
type of bullying (Study 1) and closeness of target (Study 2).
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Study 1
Bystander Behaviour Online Versus Offline
Li et al. (2012, p. 8) posit that: ‘‘The variety of bystander
roles in cyberbullying is more complex than in most tra-
ditional bullying’’. Viewing an abusive message online is
considered as taking part even if the bystander privately
disagrees (Macha´cˇkova´ et al. 2013). Some have argued that
cybercontexts result in ‘‘…less opportunity for bystander
intervention’’ (Slonje and Smith 2008, p. 148). Behaviou-
rally, bystanders are less likely to actively intervene
(Barlin´ska et al. 2013) and more likely to join in the
behaviour given the anonymity and depersonalisation in
online versus offline bullying (Kowalski et al. 2012).
Cyberbullying may be described as more covert and
‘behind the scenes’ than offline bullying (Spears et al.
2009), which has possible implications for bystanders’
perceptions of the fairness of the bullying and willingness
to assist victims. Misunderstandings between sender and
receiver are more likely in online communication, since it
lacks the facial and body language cues that are normally
used in face-to-face expression (Suler 2004). These cues
play an important role in the process of automatic activa-
tion of empathy, and their absence can lead to increased
levels of aggression and a greater chance of disinhibited
behaviours (Ang and Goh 2010). As a result, a deindivid-
uation effect occurs, making people less sensitive to the
thoughts and feelings of others (Siegel et al. 1986). The
process of deindividuation may also cause a bystander to
exhibit less empathic understanding towards the actual
target. As previously suggested within a stress perspective,
when a person witnesses bullying, they imagine how the
victim is feeling and consequently experiences some of the
bullying impact (Porath and Erez 2009). Coyne et al.
(2017) suggest bystanders of cyberbullying do not neces-
sarily put themselves psychologically in the position of the
target and therefore do not develop strong emotional
empathy with the target. As a result, they are less likely to
experience bystander stress and hence are not pressured to
act to reduce such stress.
Additionally, the covert nature of some forms of
cyberbullying may cause difficulty for bystanders in iden-
tifying behaviours (Escartı´n et al. 2013). The subtle,
ambiguous, and easily misinterpreted nature to online
bullying behaviours could result in bystanders doubting
whether a target is actually facing bullying (Samnani
2013). Ambiguous behaviours might also not be perceived
as important enough to promote bystander intervention
(Reich and Hershcovis 2015). As a result perceptions of
deontic justice and moral accountability could be lessened,
limiting positive bystander intervention.
Thus it is possible that online cyberbullying may be
more ambiguous to bystanders, in turn reducing the like-
lihood of them to intervene. The blame attributions
emerging from the ‘would’, ‘could’ and ‘should’ cogni-
tions could result in bystander perceptions that the act was
not severe (e.g. not bullying), the perpetrator was not to
blame and the target deserved it. Coupled with the fact that
emotions are particularly difficult to accurately communi-
cate and perceive via email (Byron 2008) and messages via
email may increase the potential for misinterpretation
(Giumetti et al. 2012) empathic understanding may be
reduced.
Additionally, as discussed, perceptions of fairness and
empathic understanding may also impact on the role a
bystander adopts when witnessing workplace bullying/cy-
berbullying. Differences in attributions of blame deriving
from a moral schema, results in whether a bystander adopts
a defender, prosecutor or commuter role (Bloch 2012).
Consequently, if cognitions of deontic justice and moral
outrage differ as a result of the mode of bullying, then
bystanders are likely to adopt different roles depending on
the nature of the bullying. Additionally, Bloch suggests
bystanders are more likely to adopt a defender role when
experiencing empathy with the target. Our first set of
hypotheses examines the impact of mode of bullying on
bystander role:
Hypothesis 1a Bystander intentions to intervene will be
influenced by whether the mode of bullying is online or
offline
Hypothesis 1b Bystanders’ likelihood of adopting the
defender, prosecutor and commuter role will be influenced
by whether the mode of bullying is online or offline
Bystander Behaviour and Type of Bullying
Bauman and Del Rio (2006) found that teachers were
significantly less likely to intervene, show sympathy to
victims or punish bullies in relational bullying (social
ostracism) than physical and verbal bullying. They suggest
this may be due to the subtlety of relational bullying, as
opposed to physical where it is clear that bullying is
occurring and there are clear operating guidelines against
physical violence. At work, there is considerable scope for
subtle and covert tactics of leadership that can lead to
ambiguity in terms of the attributions of the witnesses
(Leymann 1990), and specific scenarios that are perceived
to warrant intervention may not be as easily identifiable as
in other bystander studies (Ryan and Wessel 2012). Con-
sequently, many incidents of work-related bullying can be
misinterpreted as strong or negative management (Simpson
and Cohen 2004). Additionally, work-related acts are seen
as more acceptable than personal abuse (Escartı´n et al.
I. Coyne et al.
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2009) and physical bullying across cultures (Power et al.
2013), and more subtle by human resource professionals
(Fox and Cowan 2014). The type of behaviour could
minimise perceptions of injustice towards the target and
moral accountability of the perpetrator resulting in a lack
of moral outrage towards the behaviour and lower moti-
vation to act. A bystander could perceive the victim is not
suffering (hence reduce empathic understanding) and be
less likely to support the victim (Samnani 2013). Along
similar lines to that espoused for mode of bullying, type of
bullying may also relate to bystanders’ adoption of a
specific role through its impact on perceived fairness and
empathic understanding.
Hypothesis 2a Bystanders intention to intervene will be
influenced by whether the type of bullying is work-related
or personal.
Hypothesis 2b Bystanders likelihood of adopting the
defender, prosecutor and commuter role will be influenced
by whether the type of bullying is work related or personal.
Privitera and Campbell (2009) found targets can expe-
rience both work-related and personal bullying in both
online and offline modes. The possible ambiguity of work-
related and online bullying behaviour and the potential for
increased misinterpretation of online communication due
to reduced social cues may have an interactive effect. As
such, the higher ambiguity of work-related cyberbullying
and the potential this may have for empathy may decrease
the likelihood of bystander intervention and adoption of the
defender role. Our next hypotheses are:
Hypothesis 3a Bystander intervention intention will be
influenced by the interaction between mode and type of
bullying.
Hypothesis 3b Bystanders’ likelihood of adopting the
defender, prosecutor and commuter role will be influenced
by the interaction between mode and type of bullying.
Method
Measures and Procedure
Vignettes were designed to simulate a within-participants
experimental manipulation (see ‘‘Appendix 1’’) so that all
participants were presented with scenarios of all four
combinations of type (personal vs. work-related) and mode
(online vs. offline). Vignettes have been found to better
estimate real-life decision-making than interviews or
questionnaires (Alexander and Becker 1978) and are an
appropriate method for broaching sensitive issues since
participants’ responses based on personal experience are
not required (Wilks 2004). Vignette questionnaires have
been successfully used in previous (cyber)bullying research
(Bastiaensens et al. 2014; Bauman and Del Rio 2006).
Vignettes were chosen over computer laboratory designs
(e.g. Barlin´ska et al. 2013; Giumetti et al. 2013) because
these designs do not capture fully the key definitional cri-
teria of frequency and duration required for an act to be
considered workplace bullying. Both studies only manip-
ulate the negative behaviour once via pairing an image or
task with a single negative peer (Barlin´ska et al.) or
supervisor message (Giumetti et al.). As a result, the
bystander only witnesses an initial response to the incident
and not one which has some feature of frequency and
duration. Further, Hershcovis (2011) criticises robustly the
measurement of offline bullying and the proliferation of
similar concepts each with differing definitional criteria
(e.g. incivility, social undermining, bullying, and abusive
supervision). Her thesis is that while these concepts
espouse different criteria (such as frequency, power, low
level, non-physical), their measurement tends to neglect to
include these criteria. We were therefore concerned not to
follow this pattern and to ensure our measurement captured
bullying and not related concepts such as incivility.
Bullying behaviours exhibited in the scenarios were
generated using examples of personal and work-related
negative acts from the Negative Acts Questionnaire (NAQ-
R) (Einarsen et al. 2009). We examined the NAQ-R and
identified those behaviours seen as work-related and per-
sonal. Additionally, we consulted research by Farley et al.
(2016) on an adapted version of the NAQ for use in
cybercontexts to establish those acts which could also be
enacted online. This was to ensure that the type of negative
act included within scenarios was held constant across
offline and online contexts. The online manipulation was
restricted to email abuse because we wanted to control for
potential effects of different online media on bystander
intentions and also because email has tended to be the
focus of the limited workplace cyberbullying research so
far (e.g. Baruch 2005; Ford 2013). Bullying scenarios were
then created through a number of iterations combining acts
from the NAQ-R focused at the personal or work level,
ensuring that only the specific manipulations varied across
the scenarios.
In order to ensure our behaviours mapped closely to
workplace bullying definitional criteria of frequency and
duration, we included a clear indication each negative act
was persistent and ongoing. Additionally, to capture the
criteria of power imbalance in all cases, the act was per-
petrated by a supervisor on a subordinate. Gender of both
victim and perpetrator was not identified.
Pre-pilot and pilot tests were completed in the devel-
opment of the vignettes. At pre-pilot stage, six members of
a university group, in different fields of study, were asked
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to read the four bullying scenarios and provide feedback
regarding the comprehension level of the survey, how well
they could relate to the scenarios and if sufficient infor-
mation was given to answer the questions. They were then
told the aims of the study and asked to consider the survey
in regard to these. Based on feedback, changes in vocab-
ulary, language usage, content and structure were made.
Participants then reviewed these changes and agreed to
them. Another ten participants then piloted this version of
the online survey to ensure no bias effects in responses and
to check its suitability for research.
To counter the criticism of Hershcovis (2011) that
measures of workplace bullying do not necessarily assess
intensity, we asked participants to rate the seriousness of
each scenario using Bauman and Del Rio’s (2006) mea-
sure. Respondents were asked to rate how serious they
thought each scenario was on a 5-point Likert scale of 1
(not serious at all) to 5 (very serious). Mean ratings ranged
from 4.04 for the online work scenario to 4.52 for the
offline personal scenario—suggesting that on average
participants perceived the scenarios to be ‘serious’. How-
ever, significant differences in seriousness ratings were
seen for mode [F(1, 104) = 17.27, p\ 0.001] and type
[F(1, 104) = 14.36, p\ 0.001], with lower mean ratings
seen for online and work-related bullying.
To counterbalance bias effects, the order of the scenar-
ios was randomised for each different participant via the
survey software. Each scenario was then followed by five
5-point Likert scale items ranging from 1 (strongly dis-
agree) to 5 (strongly agree), which sought to obtain infor-
mation on the participant roles bystanders would likely
adopt and how likely they would be to respond to the sit-
uation described.
Participant Roles
Adapting Bloch’s (2012) three main participant roles in
workplace bullying, three 5-point Likert scale questions
were created. For the defender role, participants responded
to the question: ‘I would feel sympathetic to my co-
worker’; for the prosecutor role: ‘I agree with my Super-
visor’s actions’ and for the commuter role: ‘My support
wavers between both my Supervisor and my co-worker’.
Likelihood to Respond
Participants were asked to what extent they agreed with the
statement ‘I would respond to this situation in some way’.
Participants
The final vignettes were distributed via email and posted on
a social network site, initially inviting candidates from
Trinidad and Tobago who met the criteria of being cur-
rently or previously employed in an organisation to par-
ticipate. The sample comprised a network of working
professionals and former work colleagues of one of the
researchers. In order to acquire a larger sample, this
opportunity sampling was later extended to snowball
sampling, in which initial participants were encouraged to
forward the link to friends and colleagues. The vignettes
were preceded by an information sheet which fully
described participants’ rights to voluntarily provide their
data confidentially. Their consent was gained before they
started, and upon completion all participants were directed
to a debriefing page which stated the main subject and aims
of the study.
One hundred and forty-nine respondents started the
vignettes. Thirty-nine (26%) were excluded from analysis
as they did not complete a significant portion of scenarios.
Of the remaining 110 participants, 68% were female, and
41% male. Respondents were predominantly from Trinidad
and Tobago (73.6%), with 18.2% from the UK, and the
remaining 8.2% participants coming from France, Barba-
dos, Canada, Jamaica, Tanzania, UAE and Zambia. Par-
ticipants’ mean age was 29.9 years (SD = 8.1), and mean
job tenure was 3.5 years (SD = 4.7). Regarding job level,
the sample comprised 62.9% staff, 22.7% supervisors and
13.6% managers.
Results
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for bystander intention
variables from study 1. A 2 9 2 (type 9 mode) repeated-
measures ANOVA was conducted to examine the main
effects of mode and type, plus the interaction between the
two.
Results indicated a significant main effect of bullying
mode [F (1, 99) = 9.17, p = 0.003, r = .29] and type
[F (1, 99) = 9.85, p = 0.002, r = .30] on the extent par-
ticipants indicated they would respond in some way. Bys-
tanders were significantly more likely to respond in offline
than online scenarios (Mdiff = .23, 95% CI [.08, .37]) and
when the bullying was personal than work-related (Md-
iff = .29, 95% CI [.11, .47]). There was a non-significant
interaction effect between type and mode [F (1,
99) = 0.68, p = 0.411, r = .08]. Based on Cohen (1988),
main effects yielded a medium effect size, with a small
effect size for the interaction.
A significant main effect of bullying mode [F (1,
104) = 12.56, p = 0.001, r = .33] and type [F (1,
104) = 19.49, p\ 0.001, r = .40] occurred for ratings of
sympathy with the target—both effects can be construed as
yielding medium effect sizes. Bystanders were significantly
more likely to adopt the defender role in offline than online
I. Coyne et al.
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scenarios (Mdiff = .21, [.09, .33]) and when the bullying
was personal than work-related (Mdiff = .31, [.17, .45]).
There was a non-significant interaction effect between type
and mode [F (1, 104) = 3.45, p = 0.066, r = .18]—
yielding a small effect size.
In relation to the prosecutor role, significant main effects
of mode [F (1, 101) = 31.67, p\ 0.001, r = .49] and type
[F (1, 101) = 131.42, p\ 0.001, r = .75] as well as an
interaction effect between mode and type emerged [F (1,
104) = 6.846, p = 0.01, r = .25]. Effect sizes indicate
large effects of mode and type and a medium effect for the
interaction. The interaction graph (Fig. 1) reveals that the
increase in support for the perpetrator’s work-related bul-
lying behaviour is greater when the behaviour is online
than offline.
A significant main effect of type was seen for ratings of
wavering of support between the perpetrator and target
[F (1, 102) = 31.01, p\ 0.001, r = .48]—a large effect
size. Bystanders were significantly more likely to adopt the
commuter role when the bullying was work-related than
personal (Mdiff = .46, [.29, .62]). Non-significant effects
emerged for mode of bullying [F (1, 102) = 2.89,
p = 0.09, r = .17] and the interaction between mode and
type [F (1, 102) = 1.09, p = 0.30, r = .10]. In both cases
effect sizes were small.
Overall, study 1’s findings are supportive of hypotheses
1a and 2a (impact of mode and type on intervention
intention) and hypotheses 1b and 2b (impact of mode and
type on bystander role). No support was seen for hypoth-
esis 3a and support for the interaction hypothesis 3b was
only seen in respect of adoption of the prosecutor role.
Study 2: Bystander Behaviour and Relationship
to Victim
Study 1 used a snowball sampling approach and while
providing data on employed individuals; participants were
distributed across a wide range of organisations. Therefore,
one aim of Study 2 was to restrict our data to one specific
sample. Further, we also assessed level of closeness to the
target of bullying as a factor in bystander intervention.
Social psychology has identified ‘we-ness’, or a recog-
nition of common group membership, increases helping
behaviours (e.g. Bollmer et al. 2005; Tajfel 1982).
Research suggests relationship to target, and in-group
membership promotes positive bystander intervention in
physical violence (Slater et al. 2013), street violence
(Levine et al. 2002), and sexual orientation harassment
Table 1 Descriptive statistics
for bystander intentions as
function of bullying type and
mode from study 1 (N = 110)
Online Offline
M SD SE 95% CI M SD SE 95% CI
Type
Defender
Work 3.81 .93 .09 [3.63, 3.99] 4.12 .76 .07 [3.98, 4.27]
Personal 4.22 .80 .08 [4.07, 4.37] 4.33 .73 .07 [4.19, 4.47]
Prosecutor
Work 2.48 1.05 .10 [2.27, 2.69] 1.92 .90 .09 [1.75, 2.10]
Personal 1.45 .61 .06 [1.33, 1.57] 1.27 .49 .05 [1.18, 1.37]
Commuter
Work 2.62 .92 .09 [2.44, 2.80] 2.56 1.09 .11 [2.35, 2.78]
Personal 2.24 .98 .10 [2.05, 2.44] 2.03 .98 .10 [1.84, 2.22]
Action
Work 3.41 1.11 .11 [3.19, 3.63] 3.57 .99 .10 [3.37, 3.77]
Personal 3.63 1.07 .11 [3.42, 3.84] 3.92 .82 .08 [3.76, 4.01]
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(Ryan and Wessel 2012). However, while studies identify
the role of friendship in adopting certain bystander beha-
viours and roles in bullying (e.g. Kochenderfer and Ladd
1996; Lodge and Frydenber 2005) this is based on school
children and student samples. One exception is D’Cruz and
Noronha (2011) study of Indian call-centre agents who
witnessed bullying in the workplace. Bystanders responded
proactively to the situation as they considered it their
personal responsibility to help their friends. In support,
Berman et al. (2002) suggest that workplace friendships are
beneficial in that they allow individuals to find allies, find
support from others at work and support them in turn.
Similarly, research on bystander–victim relationships in
cybercontexts is also limited. However, studies within a
social media context have highlighted positive bystander
behaviour towards a target when other bystanders are close
friends (Bastiaensens et al. 2014) and when bystanders
share similar attitudes (Freis and Gurung 2013). To date,
we could not find any published research examining the
impact of relationship to target on bystander intervention in
workplace cyberbullying.
Theoretically, witness fairness perceptions have been
found to be related to perceived identification with a victim
(Brockner et al. 1987), and witness deontic injustice per-
ceptions and emotions as well as behaviours towards tar-
gets of abusive supervision have been shown to be
moderated by target evaluations (Mitchell et al. 2015).
Specifically, beliefs that the extent the target deserved the
behaviour resulted in co-worker exclusion. With this in
mind, we propose bystanders are likely to express an
intention to intervene in a bullying context when the victim
is a close friend as against an acquaintance because of the
social bond they have with the target. It is likely a
bystander will experience secondary stress and be more
likely to judge the abusive behaviour as unfair. Our next
hypotheses are then:
Hypothesis 4a Bystander intention to intervene will be
influenced by whether the victim is a close friend or
acquaintance.
Hypothesis 4b Bystanders’ likelihood of adopting the
defender, prosecutor and commuter role will be influenced
by whether the victim is a close friend or acquaintance.
The interaction of bullying mode and type with
bystanders’ relationship to bullying victims appear to be as
yet unexplored in workplace bullying/cyberbullying. In
study 1, we suggested that the online nature of cyberbul-
lying may reduce the likelihood of a bystander experienc-
ing social bonds with the victim, potentially moderating
their empathic responding. Conversely, if a bystander has
previously developed a social bond to the target (as would
be expected to a close friend), they are likely to have an
empathic understanding with the target and be less prone to
the influence of reduced social cues in online communi-
cation. Potentially, because of this previous relationship
between target and bystander, a deindividuation effect is
unlikely to emerge. By contrast if the target is less well
known to the bystander, the online nature to cyberbullying
could result in the bystander being influenced by reduced
social cues, therefore, exhibiting reduced empathic under-
standing and social identification to the target, resulting in
reduced intervention. Our final hypotheses are:
Hypothesis 5a Bystander intervention intention will be
influenced by the interaction between mode and type of
bullying and closeness of victim.
Hypothesis 5b Bystanders’ likelihood of adopting the
defender, prosecutor and commuter role will be influenced
by the interaction between mode and type of bullying and
closeness of victim.
Method
Participants
The study sample size of 468 Australian union members
comprised 54.1% female and 45.9% male. Age was cate-
gorised showing 20–30 (8.1%), 31–40 (16.2%), 41–50
(27.4%), 51–60 (37.4%) and 61 ? (10.9%). Mean tenure
was 10.36 years (SD = 9.10), and the sample comprised
16.9% staff, 66.7% supervisors and 16.4% managers.
Measures and Procedure
The same within-participants design (manipulating type
and mode of bullying) and dependent variables seen in
Study 1 were used again here. A between-participants
approach was used to manipulate closeness of target to the
respondent. In one version of the scenarios the person
depicted was ‘‘a friend of yours’’ and the other version the
person was depicted as ‘‘a co-worker you do not know
really well’’. In agreement with a large Australian union, an
email link for either the ‘friend’ manipulation or the ‘co-
worker’ manipulation was distributed to members of the
union. The friend version of the scenario was distributed to
members with surnames starting with the letters A to M
and the non-friend version to members with surnames
starting with N to Z. In total 696 completed responses were
obtained; 463 to the friend-based scenarios and 234 to the
non-friend scenarios. However, because of the disparity in
sample sizes between groups, we randomly chose 234
participants from the friend-based scenarios to use in
subsequent analyses.
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Results
Descriptive statistics for study variables are presented in
Table 2. A 2 9 2 9 2 (type 9 mode 9 relationship to
target) mixed ANOVA was conducted to examine all
effects.
Results indicated a significant main effect of bullying
type (F (1, 466) = 76.16, p = 0.001, r = .37) on the extent
participants indicated they would respond in some way.
Bystanders were significantly more likely to respond when
the bullying was personal than work-related (Mdiff = .34,
[.28, .41]). There was a small effect of target closeness on
bystanders willingness to take some action [F (1,
466) = 3.79, p = 0.052, r = .09], with bystanders more
likely to act when the target was a close friend rather than
someone they did not know well (Mdiff = .14, [-.00, .28]).
Once again, results indicated a significant main effect of
bullying mode [F (1, 466) = 60.12, p\ 0.001, r = .34]
and type [F (1, 466) = 80.79, p\ 0.001, r = .38] on rat-
ings of sympathy with the target. There was a significant
(medium-sized) interaction effect between type and mode
[F (1, 466) = 36.521, p\ 0.001, r = .27]. Bystanders
were less likely to adopt the defender role for target’s
facing work-related bullying when this behaviour was
online (Fig. 2). A small effect of closeness to the target
emerged which approached the 5% significance level [F (1,
466) = 3.68, p = 0.056, r = .09]. Bystanders in the ‘close
friend’ group were on average higher in support for the
target than those in the ‘do not know well’ group
(Mdiff = .10 [-01, .20])—although confidence intervals
included zero.
In relation to the prosecutor role, a similar pattern to
Study 1 emerged. Results indicated significant main effects
of mode [F (1, 466) = 81.73, p\ 0.001, r = .39] and type
[F (1, 466) = 252.50, p\ 0.001, r = .59] as well as an
Table 2 Study 2 descriptive statistics for bystander intentions as function of bullying type, mode and closeness to target (N = 468)
Close Friend Not well known
Online Offline Online Offline
M SD SE 95% CI M SD SE 95% CI M SD SE 95% CI M SD SE 95% CI
Type
Def
Wk 4.06 .86 .05 [3.96,4.17] 4.40 .65 .04 [4.32,4.48] 3.96 .78 .05 [3.86,4.07] 4.33 .63 .04 [4.25,4.41]
Ps 4.46 .76 .05 [4.36,4.55] 4.51 .73 .05 [4.42,4.60] 4.34 .73 .05 [4.25,4.44] 4.41 .65 .05 [4.33,4.50]
Pros
Wk 2.00 .92 .06 [1.89,2.12] 1.64 .72 .05 [1.54,1.73] 2.08 .88 .06 [1.96,2.19] 1.72 .80 .05 [1.62,1.82]
Psr 1.35 .61 .04 [1.27,1.43] 1.24 .64 .04 [1.16,1.32] 1.47 .65 .04 [1.39,1.55] 1.32 .64 .04 [1.24,1.41]
Com
Wk 2.24 .96 .06 [2.12,2.37] 2.33 1.03 .07 [2.20,2.46] 2.37 .97 .06 [2.25,2.50] 2.55 1.03 .07 [2.42,2.68]
Ps 1.65 .82 .06 [1.54,1.77] 1.60 .81 .06 [1.49,1.72] 1.95 .90 .06 [1.84,2.06] 1.90 .94 .06 [1.79,2.01]
Act
Wk 3.69 .91 .06 [3.57,3.81] 3.62 .96 .07 [3.49,3.75] 3.56 .95 .06 [3.44,3.68] 3.51 1.07 .07 [3.38,3.64]
Ps 4.05 1.01 .07 [3.92,4.18] 3.96 1.07 .07 [3.82,4.10] 3.86 .99 .07 [3.73,3.99] 3.82 1.12 .07 [3.68,3.96]
Def defender, Pros prosecutor, Com commuter, Act take action, Wk work-related bullying, Ps personal bullying
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interaction effect between mode and type [F (1,
466) = 19.65, p\ 0.001, r = .20]. The interaction
revealed that the increase in support for the perpetrator’s
work-related bullying behaviour is greater when the
behaviour is online than offline. Bystanders were more
likely to support the perpetrator when the target was not
known well to them than when they were a friend (Md-
iff = .09, [-.01, .18]), although this was not statistically
significant at the 5% level and CIs crossed zero.
A significant large main effect of type was seen for
ratings of wavering of support between the perpetrator and
target [F (1, 466) = 272.08, p\ 0.001, r = .61]. Bys-
tanders were significantly more likely to adopt the com-
muter role when the bullying was work-related than
personal (Mdiff = .60, [.53, .66]). Non-significant effects
emerged for mode of bullying, yet in this study, there was a
significant (but small effect size) interaction between mode
and type [F (1, 466) = 9.55, p = 0.002, r = .14]. The
increase in wavering of support between target and per-
petrator when witnessing work-related bullying was
stronger for offline than online modes (Fig. 3). Target
closeness impacted significantly on ratings of wavering
[F (1, 466) = 13.26, p = 0.001, r = .17]. While the effect
size is small, bystanders were more likely to adopt the
commuter role when they did not know the individual well
(Mdiff = .24, [.11, .37]).
Overall study 2’s findings highlight further support for
hypotheses 1b, 2a, 2b and 3b with some tentative support
for hypotheses 4a and 4b (albeit in terms of small effect
sizes). No evidence of support for the interaction
hypotheses 5a and 5b emerged.
Discussion
This research provides a number of insights in addition to
the extant literature in this field. Firstly, it extends the
embryonic research on workplace cyberbullying by ana-
lysing its influence on behavioural intentions when com-
pared to offline workplace bullying. Secondly, the research
progresses from the prevalent dyadic target–perpetrator
focus by considering the behavioural intentions of
bystanders in relation to different participant roles. This is
especially important as bystanders are the largest group
affected by workplace bullying (Lutgen-Sandvik 2006) and
bystander behaviour has been muted as more complex in
cyberbullying (Li et al. 2012). Thirdly, it adopts a robust
quasi-experimental approach to examine the impact of
mode, type and closeness to target on bystander intentions
across two different international samples.
Main effects indicate bystanders were least likely to
sympathise with the target and more likely to support the
perpetrator when bullying was online and when it was
work related. Additionally, a pattern across the two studies
suggested an interaction effect between mode and type
with bystanders inclined to adopt the prosecutor and less
inclined to adopt the defender role for online/work-related
bullying behaviours. Effects of target closeness suggested
bystanders were more liable to act and have sympathy with
the target and less disposed to waver between support for
target and perpetrator when the individual was a friend as
compared to a co-worker she/he did not know well.
However, these effects were small.
Theoretically, results can be interpreted via the combi-
nation of justice and stress models. O’Reilly and Aquino
(2011) state that when bystanders cognitively judge the
severity of harm as high, the perpetrator was to blame and
the victim did not deserve it, then the outcome is moral
outrage and a desire to restore justice. Similarly, from a
stress perspective, bystanders experience stress, develop
cognitive and emotional empathy towards the target’s
experiences and act to reduce the stress (Robinson et al.
2014). As a result, we would expect to see bystanders
expressing a desire to intervene and defend the victim (or
retaliate to the perpetrator).
If reduced social cues and behaviour ambiguity in
online/work-related bullying creates a deindividuation
effect, then this will inhibit empathic understanding
towards and social identification with the target of bullying.
As a result, a bystander does not place themselves psy-
chologically in the target’s position, rendering them less
sensitive to the cognitions and emotions of the target. This
failure to experience empathy could cause a bystander to
perceive the behaviour as not severe and not violating
workplace norms. Consequently, the bystander may not
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feel moral outrage nor perceive an injustice in the way the
victim is being treated—hence, there could be low moti-
vation to intervene. Conversely, offline/personal acts are
more severe, blatant and less prone to misinterpretation and
as a result seen as contrary to social and organisational
norms. Witnessing such behaviours is likely to promote
empathy activation and stronger social identity with the
target—leading to perceptions of unfairness, deontic anger
and more positive bystander intervention.
This thesis could also help explain why bystanders
tended to rate specific roles more or less favourably across
the different conditions. Work-related negative acts com-
mitted online may result in the bystander appraising the
acts as not substantially different to what ‘would’ be
expected normally; that the perpetrator ‘could’ not have
acted differently; and the victim deserved to face the
negative act given what ‘should’ happen. To some extent,
this is supported by the lower ratings given to the seri-
ousness of the online-work-related bullying scenario.
Therefore, relating to Bloch’s (2012) position, bystanders’
moral schema of online/work-related bullying may pro-
mote an attribution of the target as deviant, acting contrary
to the social norms of the workplace and the cause of his/
her problems (prosecutor role). Reduced ratings for the
defender role within this context suggest a stronger attri-
bution that the perpetrator’s behaviour is not deviant.
Similar to Mitchell et al. in terms of deontic justice, a
bystander still believes that what they are doing is ‘right’; it
is just that their view of what is right is moderated by mode
and type of behaviour.
Injustice perceptions and bystander stress could also
explain the findings for closeness to target, as one would
expect more empathy, moral outrage and injustice to
emerge when witnessing a friend being bullied than an
acquaintance. When bystanders have a stronger social
identity with the target (as is the case when the target is a
close friend), they tended to rate intervention intention and
sympathy with the target higher as well as agreement with
the perpetrator lower than when the target was not a friend.
Yet, no significant interaction effects with mode or type
occurred for target closeness to fully support the notion of
online behaviour reducing social identity. Perhaps the
simulated nature to the research meant participants did not
develop a strong social identification with the target, and as
a result, empathy levels and moral outrage were not as
heightened as would be the case if the victim was actually a
close friend. Further research on the relationship between
empathy, social identification and mode of bullying needs
to try and tease out the dynamics of this process.
Practical Considerations
Organisationally, bystanders are a focal group in inter-
ventions to control workplace cyberbullying. They will
outnumber targets, perpetrators and supervisors and can be
a catalyst for the continuation or reduction of bullying. To
reduce ambiguity issues, similar to that advocated for
offline bullying (Harvey et al. 2008) as part of any human
relations policy development, a clear indication of what
constitutes cyberbullying must be detailed. This not only
specifies acceptable/unacceptable behaviour online, but
should also provide a benchmark for bystanders in justice
perceptions. Further, it should be made clear that viewing
an abusive message counts as taking part even where a
bystander privately disagrees (Macha´cˇkova´ et al. 2013).
However, policies are not a cure-all, as traditional work-
place bullying literature illustrates there is a lack of trust in
policy implementation (Harrington et al. 2012) and limited
effectiveness (Beale and Hoel 2011).
Mode of behaviour and type of behaviour appear to
reduce positive bystander behaviour possibly via reduced
empathy and justice perceptions. Coyne et al. (2017) note:
‘‘provision for witnesses to be able to report behaviours
and to support a target should be included in order to
enhance attention, empathy and social identification’’ (p.
21). They further suggest a cybermentoring programme
could be adopted to assist targets, potentially enhancing the
social identification co-workers have with targets. Organ-
isations need to create transparent reporting procedures for
bystanders, ensure bystanders feel safe in reporting beha-
viour and disseminate the procedure to all employees.
Advocated by Scully and Rowe (2009), active bystander
training encourages positive behaviour and discourages
negative behaviour by developing bystander confidence
and fostering more active responding. They outline an
active bystander tool kit involving practising a number of
scenarios in which active approaches to intervention are
illustrated. The upshot is that bystanders should learn to
develop a more active approach to intervention which
fosters social identity with other individuals in the organ-
isation, ultimately embedding a supportive culture
throughout the organisation. Linking back to theory, this
approach should result in incidences of cyberbullying
perceived as unfair and producing bystander stress and,
therefore, enhance empathic responding and promote social
identity with the victim.
Limitations
As with all quasi-experimental studies, there are a number
of limitations to the scope of our research. Firstly, we only
focused on email as the form of cyberbullying and did not
assess the full range of cyberbullying (e.g. social media,
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online chat forums). This limits the generalisability of our
findings to other acts. School research has indicated email
bullying has perceived lower impact than other forms of
cyberbullying/bullying (Slonje and Smith 2008). If so,
bystanders may not develop empathy or injustice percep-
tions because of the behaviour being via the perceived low
impact mode of email—other forms of cyberbullying may
show a different result. We chose to restrict our research to
email abuse because of the potential impact on intentions
of different forms of cyberbullying acts and the need to
control this variable. Further, bullying via email is seen as
an increasing problem within the workplace (Shipley and
Schwalbe 2007) and the focus of current workplace
cyberbullying research (e.g. Ford 2013).
Secondly, to capture the power differential between per-
petrator and target inherent within bullying definitions, we
specified the perpetrator as the supervisor of both the target
and bystander. Supervisors and line managers are often
judged the main perpetrators of offline workplace bullying
(Hoel et al. 2001; Quine 1999), but this is not universal as
peer bullying can be more common than hierarchical bul-
lying (Hogh and Dofradottir 2001). Additionally, Samnani
posits that witnesses are more likely to support a perpetrator
when the perpetrator is a manager. Social impact theory
(Latane´ 1981) hypothesises that social influence is moder-
ated by source strength, and the stronger the source, the
greater the impact on a target’s behaviour. Accordingly,
agreement with the perpetrator seen in this study may be due
to the perpetrator also being the supervisor of the bystander
(high source strength) rather than the influence of mode or
type. However, results showing defence of the victim for
offline and personal bullying run counter to the notion of
source strength as the explanatory factor, suggesting mode
and type as more likely explanations.
Thirdly, we advance the notion that mode and type
cause reduced empathy and fairness perceptions. Empathy
and fairness were not measured directly in the study, par-
ticularly bystanders’ trait level of empathy. Dispositional
empathy predicts engagement in cyberbullying (Ang and
Goh 2010; Kowalski et al. 2014) and adoption of the
defender role (Nickerson et al. 2008) in school samples and
likelihood of bystander intervention in online abuse in a
university sample. Inclusion of trait empathy could mod-
erate the impact of mode and type on bystander interven-
tion intention to the extent that the influence of online
bullying should be stronger for individuals lower in trait
empathy. Similarly, O’Reilly and Aquino (2011) argue the
extent an individual perceives morality as central to his/her
self-concept (moral identity), the more likely she/he will
act in accordance with moral beliefs and show moral anger
to forms of injustice. Therefore, bystander moral identity
could influence perceptions of unfairness of negative acts
and moderate intervention intention across mode and type
of behaviour. Future research should include trait empathy
and moral identity in assessing the impact of mode and
type on bystander intervention intention.
Fourthly, we did not include variables such as awareness
of bullying, tolerance of bullying or country culture in the
study which may attenuate bystander intervention inten-
tions. Specifically in relation to culture, research suggests
different levels of tolerance of bullying behaviour within
countries (Giorgi et al. 2015; Power et al. 2013). Culture
(rather than mode or type) could moderate how bystanders
perceive the acceptability of behaviours and ultimately
their fairness and emotional reaction to them. Therefore,
our research is not necessarily generalisable to other cul-
tural contexts.
Finally, albeit the use of experimental vignette
methodology (EVM) is an extensive and appropriate
method within ethical-decision-making research (Aguinis
and Bradley 2014), it is not without its limitations.
Specifically, these authors suggest participant level of
immersion in the scenario and the conditions participants
are responding to the scenarios can impact the external
validity of the methodology. The written vignettes used in
this study are likely to have has lower fidelity than video/
audio presentations and the online presentation affords
limited control over the conditions each participant viewed
the scenarios (e.g. setting or device used to access).
However, Aguinis and Bradley argue that allowing par-
ticipants to complete scenarios in their natural setting does
enhance the realism of EVM.
In conclusion, extending the embryonic research into
workplace cyberbullying, the two related quasi-experi-
mental studies reported here highlight a consistent inter-
action effect of mode (online/offline) and type (work-
related/personal) on the extent bystanders adopt defender
or prosecutor roles. Bystanders are more open to adopting
the prosecutor role in online/work-related acts and the
defender role in offline/personal acts. Practical intervention
needs to therefore focus on establishing mechanisms where
bystanders feel safe in intervening positively to enhance
empathic understanding and injustice perceptions of victim
experiences.
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Appendix 1
Work-Related Offline Scenario
Your colleague, who joined your unit 6 months ago, has
been called into the supervisor’s office again. Through the
open door, everyone in your unit can hear the supervisor
loudly criticising your co-worker for not submitting a
technical, lengthy report, which had only been assigned to
them the previous day. You can see that your co-worker’s
in-tray is overflowing with other projects, and you hear
your colleague raise the issue of the tight deadlines. The
supervisor responds that all work in the department is
‘‘urgent’’ and that the employee should practise better time
management. It is not the first time you have overheard this
type of conversation between the supervisor and this par-
ticular colleague—since they started on the job they reg-
ularly get ‘‘summoned’’ in by the supervisor for these
discussions about ‘‘late’’ submissions.
Work-Related Online Scenario
You have been assigned to a project with your co-worker,
who has forwarded you a document from your supervisor
in an email outlining the project details. However, your
colleague has not cleared the previous email correspon-
dence, and you inadvertently notice in the email history
that this person has been getting extra emails from the
supervisor in addition to the weekly work allocation email.
The emails from the supervisor to your co-worker include
many requests for follow-up reports on assignments and
status updates, sometimes the day after the assignment was
given. There is only one outgoing email from your co-
worker that you can see, saying that they are having a hard
time meeting the short deadlines and asking for more time
to complete assignments. The supervisor’s email reply tells
them ‘‘The work in this department is URGENT and it’s
about time you started practising better time management
skills’’. It then outlines a list of outstanding tasks under the
heading ‘‘LATE’’. As you scroll through the email history,
you notice many other similar demands and criticisms.
Personal Offline Scenario
Since the new assistant joined your office about 6 months
ago, the department supervisor has been going round the
office openly criticising how they work. You have also
heard the supervisor questioning how the assistant got the
job in the first place. This has led to the circulation of
rumours in your department. These rumours have gotten
back to the assistant, who is also not invited to any of the
after-work socialising events. Your supervisor has contin-
ued to criticise the assistant’s pace and style of work and
has even recently assigned them a nickname that reflects
this.
Personal Online Scenario
You received an email about an after-work social event
from your supervisor. You have noticed that since the new
assistant joined 6 months ago, they have never been
included in any of these e-invites. You and your colleagues
in your unit have regularly been forwarded emails from the
Supervisor with criticisms of how the assistant does their
work and their pace of completing tasks, as well as mes-
sages such as ‘‘How in the world did this person manage to
get this job????’’ This sparked a long email chain of
responses including rumours about the assistant and actu-
ally led to the creation of a nickname based on the
descriptions of them in the emails.
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